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STREETS OF 1992 


I [Now, standing in the almost empty bar...] 


Now, standing in the almost empty bar 

On the hot and humid summer evening, 

I look out through the dusty windows 

Rigged and barred with neon signs, electric blue and 
red, 

To watch the street where young girls in short pants 

And young men, seeming to be nearly boys 

In baseball caps and short pants to their knees, 

Pass by in milling crowds and smaller groups 

Through the busy and yet empty street: 

A genial and yet nearly savage crowd, 

Following the lures of sex -- unthinking, 

A refuse generation, candid, innocent, 

The leavings, the unlooked-for surplus life 

Of this codified and organized mass death. 

Thus, now, in the time of corporate 

And military culture they are drawn 

By the pitiless entrapments -- of life -- 

Into the labyrinth of death -- of alcohol, 

Of cigarettes, or of worse drugs, and money. 


They go from bar to bar. The busy street, 

An empty and yet swarming thoroughfare, 

A way of life -- the neon signs, the bars, 

The streetlights and the traffic lights, the cops -- 
All this is charged and driven by the force 

Of money, of parasitic capital, 


A cage around the undefended life 

Of the not-quite-managed-therefore-marketed, 

Of the undiscovered, uninstructed, 

The casually enslaved and devastated nation 

Held in the steel grip of usury, 

Open to the moonlit and unnoticed summer night -- 


The cobalt blue, the eastern sky's deep violet, 
The western yellow of the green sunset; 

Then sunrise with its copper and bright orange 
Which floods and cleanses momentarily 

The empty public square, the bar fronts 

And the out-of-business stores, the stop lights 
Hanging in the crimson glare of dawn 

Like charred ampules, the telephone poles 
Like burnt match sticks, the buildings 

Dim then -- like an old daguerreotype, 

Or like the photos in a yellowed newspaper 
That one tosses without thinking in the fire. 


II [In the defenseless hours of the soul...] 


In the defenseless hours of the soul, 

At midnight when the empty street 

Is crowded with the bodies of the young -- 

In cars, or walking in small groups or gangs 
Convened for brief excursions into bars, clubs, 
Pursuing what they think to be desire, 
Thinking it, too, to be forbidden 

And not mere aimlessness and marketing, 
And sometimes you will see one by himself -- 
It's almost always a young man alone, 
Wandering the city streets alone, 


At moments when the streets are crowded with 
The emptiness of casual pick-ups, 

The sole connection possible in this 

The realm and scheme of merchandized humanity, 
The kingdom of the more-than-secular, 

At moments when the pitiful young ghosts, 
Starving, wander the imperfect world, 

The neon-ravaged and the burnt-out world 

Which, unlike them, is absolutely real, 

At such times when I see them I, 

Who come upon the scene so late, a mere observer, 
Watching the arranged, expected waste 

Of human lives, so many lives, 

A silent and unnoticed genocide, 

Much worse than any Auschwitz, decorous, 
Arranged so easily, easily maintained 

In the pleasant and polite United States, 

I cannot help but pity them 


Or else despise them -- these Americans, 
Souls without bodies, bodies without souls, 
Betrayed -- by whom? -- into the standardized 
Mass death of mere consumption, ignorance, 
Of mindless jobs and savage entertainment. 


II [A young woman that I met tonight... ] 


A young woman that I met tonight, 

In an expected place, a bar where I had gone 

To get away from the oppressive heat 

Of northern New York in July -- a sweet 

Young woman, uninformed, unformed, 

One of the usual and aimless youth, 

Past college but with nothing else to do, 

Partially employed or unemployed, 

Still able through the grace of her young body 

To think the north American fascistic state 

A free and open realm of possibility, 

A young woman, slightly overweight, 

Yet pretty in the soft pathetic way 

Of young Americans, a lonely girl 

Who did not recognize her own exploited 

And narrow place (she tended bar herself), 

Almost a child still, with an open face, 

Sat with me in the air-conditioned gloom 

Of the bar's recesses. And she told me all. 

About her life, her mother, who was Cherokee, 

Her father, Sicilian, whom she despised 

With the intensity of twisted love, 

Her mother's poverty, her own. And I, 

Not drunk and yet not sober, led her on 

With my casual and yet friendly questioning, 

Making notes in mind, observing, horrified, 

Seeing not her problems -- and she told me only 
some -- 

But rather the particular and fragile ways 

A human being really quite newly born, 

A human soul -- precious, immortal, singular, 

Is stilled in the oppression of commodity 


And crushed just like a flower pressed 
Between the stone-like pages of the laws, 
The laws of usury, of death in life, of death. 


FOR THE UNWISE 


Breath Turning 


Stand in the breath-shadow 
Hidden so deep in the light 


In sere autumn gold 
Late shining of ice-burned leaves 


Reach down to the end of days 
High to the spire of noon 


Smoke of my breath in frost air 
My time does not pass but lives 


Gateway 


Now chains of gold risen 
From horizons of twisted metal. 


The majesty of clouds 
Massing in flocculent bars -- 


Snow-grey, polar blue -- 
Across the opening veins of light, 


Annunciating choirs. Now -- 
The gateway opens to an unforeseen time. 


Location 


Harrowing foreign streets 
In the strangeness of deserted 
Near-daylight. 


The glory of wind 
In the witnessing and agitated trees -- 


I declare now the glory of wind. 


Violet of rain-shining streets 
In the earliest light. 


I declare the beauty of the after-rain, 
Although, in the opening fissure of day, 


The wind-abraded, dark 
Crust-like hills in the distance 


Are hills of twisted steel. 


The Other Place 


There 

In the other, the world 
Hidden 

Somewhere inside of this one 


The night does not sound 

With the culminating violence 
Of wind and rain 

Or the burning lightning stroke 
That splits the three foot bole 
Of the ancient oak 


It is silent 

In the silence 

Of having-never-been-thought, 
Still in the stillness 

Of having-never-been-lived 


There 

In the other world 

Hidden 

Somewhere inside of this one 


For the Unwise 


For the unwise 


Who seek the end of the fire 
In the fire 


The end of the ice 
In the ice 


The end of the wind 
In the wind 


The end of the earth 
In the earth 


There is the end of the eye 
Somewhere else 


The end of the ear 
Elsewhere 


The end of the body 
And the life of the body 
Everywhere, everywhere 


Elsewhere 


In the other fire the other ice 
The other wind the other earth 


Visitor 


The world falls and falls 
Through the burning-out of light 
Into the pit of darkness 


The word of praise 
Cannot be pulled from the throat 


Late sunset and 

The world 

Is paper burning 
Crumbling into flakes 
Of sparkling ash, 

Stars visible with night 


What will come then, 
After the humans? 


And still I, 
The watcher, the visitor, 
Continue my visit here, curious 


Voice 


There was a voice 
In the street 


A faint sound before daybreak 


It was a sound 

Like the whisper of leaves and of shadows 
Blue shadows 

In the streetlight's greying amber 


In the orange and cobalt 
Twilight of dawn 


The light post was burnt indigo 


In the solid-seeming air 
In the still and 

Almost undisturbed 
Absence of life 


There was only the wind 
And the sound of a voice 


Reminders 


An image in the mind 
Just before daylight, 


A moment of breeze blowing by -- 
The flow and twist of the bushes, 


A shimmer of light 
On the surface of ripples, 


A shape as of light 
Molten in sun-leaves -- 


Over and over (how many times already?) 
You glimpse the shape of your own, 


Your lost freedom. 


To the Primal From of Man 


Power and living strength, virtuous among evil, 
Radiant in the darkness of the earth, 

Angel among the predatory forms, 

Those who cannot recognize your splendor 


One of Another Origin 


See how the radiance falls 

In the evening of time 

Sunset hills are a bed of raked embers. 
The stars are sparkling ash 

Exploding away from the earth-coal, 
Blown by in the interstellar wind. 


The one of another origin 
Atrives with the dropping sun -- 


The stranger, 
The visitor, 
The one from the other world. 


Stepped from the quiver of light, 
Stepped from the chains of light, 
Touching 

Here the devastating freedom, 

Wind and empty waters, 

Dark spaces of the devastated world. 


I feel a kinship with you. 


(It is not this body; 
It is another thing, 
Smoldering in dusty light. 


Glories ! -- 
The overflowing honeycomb 
In the burnt-black grid of the window pane.) 


I feel a kinship with you, 
Though as yet you do not feel it. 


I am one of another origin. 


Since you wanted me, 
Now you must have me. 


There 


Now in its final agony 

The sun goes down -- 

Expiring sun-aura -- burnt indigo 
And ghostly yellow-green. 


The pierced brow of light 

Is tortured in the west. 

Encircled with black hills 

And fading, echo-like, light 
Echoes upward in appeal to a sky 
Now breaking out in stars. 


Among hills like twisted iron 
The glowing pool of blood 
Sinks into mauve and copper 
And then to its last dim orange. 


Ringed with its rusted metal 

Of hills -- there, the volcanic crater 
Where the black and star-filled sky 
Seals the final chances of the day. 


The Companion 


Breath-light 
Borne in the being 
Of inner glory 


And so 

I have chosen and chosen 
I bear the seed of light 

In my hand 


I bear the tongue of light 
In my mouth 
In the mouth of the other 
The stranger 


Who always 

Is near me 

Listening closely 
Speaking sometimes 


For he is all that is left 
Of the other world 


Chant 


This is the burnt-out world 

The ashen world 

Chaotic, hypnotized 

The realm of all hungers, all souls 
The barely alive scarcely to be touched 
The world of light and dust 

And the ashen whisper of fire 

In fallen and piled leaves 

(Only the whisper of fire) 

And our names traced in dust 
Chanted from the face of cloth 
Sealed with its drops of wax 
Whispering names and our two 

In the ear of the stone god 
Written down in the ash 

Of white leaves and red roses 
And in the smallest possible, 

In an infinitesimal script 


Memorial 


In the enthrallment of roots 

And then up through 

The yew and the oak, 

In the dead, 

In the dark, 

In the torrent and stillness returning 

And turning, 

The drawing ones tore you and took you -- 
Driven, driven... 


But always in you 

From the first, the other 

World origin dipping down 

Through the well, beheld-not-beheld 
And heard as well-emptiness, 

The echo was there -- 

Seminal privacy, secrecy, 

Again and again. 


Then, 
At some point (but when?) 
On the black shard of radiance 
You climbed into day. 


The Given Speech of Men 


But it was Italian -- 
Felicitous speech of sunlight and bright stone, 
Italian -- 


Its elegant concision and quickness, 

Its studious formality, 

Its rhythmic power and agitated vehemence, 
Its ancient and Latin heritage 

Forever borne, renewed and changed, 
Possessed, as living speech, as history, 

As struggle, thus, as life itself 

In the streets of Rome 

And of Bologna, 

Of Naples and Palermo. 


But I -- held captive 

And immured in the unwieldy mongrel tongue of the 
Anglo-Saxons, 

The language of modern empires 

And hence of massacres, 

The speech of torturers, liars and usurers, 

The modern fountain and origin of lies, 

Of technologically disseminated lying 

That causes to grow up within it, all around it, 

everywhere, 

The very and peculiar darkness 

Of historical amnesia -- 

Its ridiculous psychobabble, 

Its absurd and merchandized cacophonies, 


Its debased, debasing chatter, 

Its omnivorous decadence -- I, held captive 

In the ubiquity of English, 

That sea which never touches any shore, 

How could I speak? And with whom? 

What could I say to them, and where, and when? 


For 
When a language transgresses its boundaries, 
It becomes, inescapably, a language of lies. 


Italian Immigrants 


You -- the impoverished, 

You who left your country 

When your country was in ruin, 

You who left your culture 

When your culture was near death, 
You who left your language 

When your language was being killed, 
Bloated with the rhetoric 

Of lies and usury, 


Now in your retirement, 

On the seventh day of your labors, 

In the grandeur of the bright Floridian sun 
Or sitting on the back porch 

There in Utica, Detroit, or Bensonhurst -- 


You, O august and admired ancient race, 

Who once in Naples, Campobasso, or Cossenza, 
Or somewhere near Palermo 

Trod the ancient soil, 

What can you feel about what you have done 
Now that your day is passed? 

You made your choice. 

What do you think of it? 


Early Life 


It was never any good between us, let's admit -- 
You nuns, with all your invalids to nurse, 
You priests, always ministering to the sick. 


You wanted to teach me how to suffer. 
I wanted to learn how to live. 


Days of 1967 


Sisters, fathers, 

How I remember you from earlier days, 

My ancient time of ignorance and curiosity. 
Then you were charged 

With bringing us to knowledge -- 

Knowledge for the ignorant, 

And for the uninitiate 

(I will not say the innocent), guidance; 
Guidance especially for us enthralled 

By the idiotic and sub-human 

Culture of consumption, the neo-capitalist regime 
Of hedonistic selfishness and greed 

Which at that very time 

Was burning Southeast Asia, 

Incinerating villages with napalm fire. 

Those were the evil days in which you worked. 
These were your responsibilities. 

We were your living tasks. 

What did you do? 


II 


Who? 

Blinding the infant, 

Ripping the young girl's legs apart 
For good American GIs, 

Hitlerian youth of 1967. 


Who? 

Where a woman had been gutted like a fish 

By fragmentation bombs, 

Or when the old man's face 

Was partly burned away with white phosphorous, 


Where young men, albeit yellow, rather slight, 
Were buried alive in tunnels underground 

No wider than a fox's hole, 

A train of living burials 

Larger than the traffic jams 

Of London or Chicago, 

Of Rome, Milan, New York, 

Toronto, Tel Aviv. 


Who? 

Where men were tortured 

Hanging upside down like sides of beef, 
Not altar boys but agents of the CIA 
With lighted candles, 

With razors and electric cattle prods. 
And you approved of this? 

How many of you did? 


Ill 


How well 

I still remember 

The old pious nun 

Who led us in our praying 

For the brave war effort: 

"These are our bullets," fingering her beads 
And turning toward the crucifix 

Nailed to the pastel-painted concrete wall. 


Perhaps 

The incinerated 

Villages 

Were drifting down to us, 

Somehow, 

On Wednesday of Ashes, 

On that day when more than on any other 
We were impressed for service 

In the war against all human beings. 


Ashes 

Pressed against 

Our foreheads 

Like a seal, a remnant of the fire 
Of ancient prophecy all ashes now. 
A grate of dusty coals 

Was raked together 

And divided up among us, 

Each to their own portion -- 

Dust and embers, leavings, 

Dark ritual of Christian charity, 
Communion of burnt-out coals for all who come. 


I felt the musty damp, 

The bitter taste of ash and smoke. 

Around me -- dampened rage of impotence, 
The hushed and solemn protocol 

Of sanctimonious hypocrisy, 

The swish of efficient habits and cassocks, 
Clicking of knee-length rosary beads 
Tinkling like bead curtains 

In an antique whore house. 


IV 


The smudge 

And dribble of silken ash 

Was pressed onto my brow. 

I wore it all that day, 

Feeling not quite myself, wearing 

Its insignia, a cross 

Upon my face -- 

Weightless, insubstantial, nothing, 

And yet everything. 

How strange it always looked, 

Like streaks of water-staining 

On the face of the stone Virgin in the church's yard 
Running as though in tears down both her cheeks. 
Yet it was dust 

And ashes unmistakably, 

Like the dust left on a bedroom wall 

By the wings of a crushed moth. 


The fabled moths of scripture 
Having frayed and worn the world 
Were leading it 

To its candle flame at last. 


Feeling the world burnt-out and hollow, 
Frail like old cinders 

To the merest touch, 

I walked its thin carpet of just-fallen snow 
On my way back home 

Down dim and silent 

And still winter streets. 


History Lessons 


How many years we all sat there, 

My friends and I, 

Acceptingly in class. 

And there we learned of many things, 
Patiently, unthinkingly. 

But when did we ever learn of America? 


So many and such complicated strands. 
The story ramifies. Uncontainable, 

It overflows all boundaries. 

The middle class of the United States 
Is caught in the entangling web, 

The story of America -- 


America, whose substance is the abstraction of 
money, 

Where, at any moment, the iron cage is locked 

To close you out 

Unless you go faster and faster, 

Every American 

A tiny red ant scurrying. 


How much the wise have hidden out of sight. 
The many want to keep it there. 

And yet the knot of usury 

Will not undo itself. 


It lives our death; we die its life. 
And yet we must be innocent, 
Autonomous, and free.... 

The thought is staggering, hilarious. 


Therefore I laugh 

When I see an old woman 

Pushing her cartful of junk down the street 
And laugh 

When I see an old man 

Searching through the garbage for food. 


I laugh. 


I laugh. 


Columbus Day 


You who left the most august of cultures 
For the meanest and most impoverished, 
Fleeing one poverty -- settled and archaic -- 


For a modern one, out of the frying pan 
Of burning, light-drenched Italy, 
Into the fire of the frozen continent 


Stuck in the ice of anti-this-or-that 
And going nowhere, floating, out of time, 
An empty and mythically exalted space -- 


You, workers merely and exploited ones, 
Working, always working and yet always poor, 
Never having time to rest, to think, to live, 


Planning your return to the mezzogiorno 
Postponed in gathering despair from year to year, 
No time to learn to read or write English, 


(The immigrant uses the new language, 
And that's it) captive to a desperate anxiety 
Known only to the unskilled working poor, 


Captive guest workers of the liberal state, 
Supporters of Mussolini by default 
And through your lauded saviors Roosevelt, 


Is this what you imagined when you left? 
(Yet who imagines when they haven't eaten?) 
Did you never think what you were doing here? 


Speaking in the United States 


Where are the words 

To speak of what is true? 

The words which in themselves 
Would show the truth, 

The words which, spoken out, 
Would somehow speak 

What each of us must know 


The clarity of glass? 

Yet broken glass 

Is in our speech instead. 

I hear the grinding 

And the crackling and scrape 
Of broken glass 

Beneath a military boot. 

It has the slow-paced measured creak 
Of the university professor's 
Chalk 

Upon the blackboard 

In the classroom 

Far away, 

Yes, very far away. 


Or then 

The mirror's accuracy? 

Instead our speech 

Is like a shattered mirror 
Showing all in splinter fragments, 
Bright slivers sharp as knives. 

A shrapnel-speech is ours instead. 
That is what we have. 


Hobos 


Hobos. How many hobos wandered here beneath the blue 
and exalted sky of northern New York state? 

The green and sun-burnt land that flows with all its pastures 
and its upland woods to the north and south and to 
the east and west, 


Hobos: men with no money, with no home, no food. How 
many stole crab apples from the rocky disused 
pasture here beyond the sagging wire fence ? Its 
grey rain-eaten posts now frail and light as old 
driftwood. 


How many homeless, wandering and not quite or 
very-much-less-than men -- the troll, the were-wolf 
and the bogey man of backyard campfire scare- 
each-other-and-yourself rural tale telling sessions in 
the ancient time before the TV set, or lurking rapist 
of post-pubescent female nightmare and imagining? 

How many rummaged like raccoons in garbage cans? How 
many beg on the streets of the county seat farming 
towns -- Cortland, Watertown, or Binghamton? 


How many plunder restaurant garbage dumps or gather 
newspapers for their jacket sleeves and frayed pant 
legs to insulate themselves when rain and freezing 
rain make the bare boughs of the maple glossy 
black? 


How many scarecrows crucified in empty fields in red 
evening sun? 


Hobos. That utopian society hymned by the inspired and 
voluble Whitmanian son of the millionaire candy 
manufacturer. Thus: “...dotting immensity they lurk 
across her, knowing her yonder breast snow- 
silvered, sumac-stained or smoky blue...” A utopian 
society for sure, and sagely peripatetic. 


So, walking and walking, they froze. And how many others 
froze? And their rotted stockings become, in time, 
fused to the skin itself. And have you ever seen a 
case of frostbite-induced gangrene? And have you 
ever seen the teeth of a man long homeless? 

And what would an autopsy on the average hobo reveal, 
aside from the expectable cirrhosis? 


That's the way it is for the displaced, unused and 
unemployed, the unwanted and unneeded surplus 
male population 

Of the proletarian and sub-proletarian United States driven 
out from everywhere and wandering to starve, 


Those whom a pampered famous upper bourgeois 
American feminist now long tenured at Stanford has 
recently referred to as hobos, as in: “...the 
girasol...her tubers the Jerusalem artichoke that has 
fed the Indians, fed the hobos....” 


But why should these hobos need to be fed? Need, that is, 
to dig a weed with bare hands from the earth and eat 


it raw. 


Why should any living man eat grass? 


Gilded Monuments 


World-of-light 

Burns in the body of gold 
My golden form 

Can never die 


My shape of light 

Is immortal 

Yet the slow apocalypse 
Still leaks away 


In golden grains 
Of sand 


Gnosis 


Breath-light 
In the unthought-of 
Clarity 


The lived and translucent 
Burned-beyond 
By a fire 


Of the most remote kindling 


Like the skins of an onion 
The nearest 
Held up to the day 


Powers of the sun 
Flow through striations 
The webbing and weave 


The epidermal 
Illusion ply after ply 
Enhanced with a clear fluidity 


So unlike tears 
As to cause them 
Approaching the center 


The Invisible World 


The spatter and splash of coins 

Being dropped into a pile of other coins 
A crumbling hiss of metal 

As of blade being struck on blade 

If the jar is sloshed around 

The sound of agitated money 

Is the sound of sharpening knives 


A sea of knives that gathers 

A dead weight of momentum 
Contained within the invisible 

The brittle the stiff and fragile glass 


And if the jar is broken 

It will explode in bright crumbs 
Cutting shards and then the deluge 
The jackpot the avalanche of metal 


Light-Compulsion 


The deep autumn 

Light 

Eludes the leaf 

The light that it wants is elsewhere 


The tree reaches outward 

For light 

Although it is light itself 

The concentric rings of a tree stump 
Are echoes echoing 

Light 


Like the spreading of ripples 


Ripples of the 

Light-stone 

Seed-stone of light-ripples 
Seed-stone of 
Compulsion-for-light 


The tree reaches upward, outward and outward 
And yet it's enormously slow 
Far too slow 


The tree rippling sere leaves 

In the wind 

Shedding them silently -- yellow, hay green 
And burnt orange 


Is the slowest, the least 

Of what is already gone -- 

Darkened shell-of-light left behind -- 
What is gone far past the world 

And out toward the other worlds 


Returning 


Over and over 

The tree-spattering blood 
Of the sun's crucifixion 
Declares: 


The one who died 
Was not the Father, 


The one who died 
Was not the Son, 


The one who died 
Was not the earth-born envoy 
Of the three-in-one. 


Over and over 

The day is catastrophe, 
The cataclysmic descent 
Every evening. 


Always light dies at dusk, 
And the sky darkens 

And over the whole earth 
It grows dark. 


The black crystal of night 
Is placed on the earth's tomb. 


Every morning again 

The horizon's shell-crack 

Bursts with the blood-yoke of dawn, 
Always so far this return. 


Yet there must be an end to returning. 


Leaving 


In the autumn evening 

The sun bleeds dire and red 

In its darkening 

Crucifixion 

Beyond the twisted black tree line of hills. 


Beyond the black-crusted hills 
The sun spurts its blood. 
Ejaculation 

Of blood-light pierces 

Black tangles of the tree line. 


The sun leaves its blood 

Beyond the crown-of-thorn hills 
Encircling the expiring head 

Of the figure of light, 

The unearthly shape of all earthly light. 


Sand-Light 


Unknown -- 

In the grains of sand-light, of mud-light, 
The trace of light given 

Albeit unknown, 

Given, not kept, not withheld 
Undisguised -- you who would cover me 
You who would shroud me. 


Unnoticed, unseen, 
The still-sharp unaccountable power. 


Not yet to be thought, 
Not allowed, 

O more than 
Memory. 


Sand-light 

Blown into the eye that wants to close, 
Sand-light 

Spittle, bright glass shards, 

Dried flakes of mud. 


Yet the powers of the world 

Cannot close the lids of the sea, 

Cannot close the oracles of light, 

Cannot close the listening ear of time, 

Cannot close the opening hands of the horizon 
Opening wider and wider 

To the black and starry night 

Until they touch, finally, albeit secretly, 

The edge of the forgotten world. 


Summons and Saying 


To neither the world of water 

Nor the burnt-out ashen world 

Yet you must come with me 

Following my voice 

That sounds throughout the labyrinth 

Of the burning night the freezing night 

The marketed and frozen space 

Of rumored commodity and chance 

Black syllables of ice-burned leaves 

Black leaves that tremble in the moonlight wind 


Echoing within the burnt and frozen ear 
Pressed against the stone partitions 

Of the tedious and solitary night -- 

O magical confused, silencing deafness! -- 
The icy black leaves passed 

From hand to hand to mouth 


To neither the world of water 
Nor to the burnt-out ashen world 
Yet you must come 


Inscriptions 


And there is autumn, the season of walking and 
watching 


There is the evening of the sun 
The fellowship of paper 

The compulsion to listen 

The desire to see 

The desire to see once again 
The habit of waking 

The path of sleep 

The world before this one 

The life within life within death 


The long-forgotten dead -- a man, a woman, a boy, a 
girl 


Anticipating sunrise 
The life never to come 


A man burned to death 


Wandering old cemeteries 

The half-moon over the house 

The memory of your grandmother 

The empty apartment just before leaving 


The flakes of snow on your coat sleeve in the school 
yard 


A picture of your father as a boy 

The long shadow of a scarecrow in the dawn cornfield 
The red-amber light on the stubble and leaves 

The friend of your youth 

First love and the last 

Sleeping alone, the total solitude 

The world that is not inside the world that must be 


How tired you are of waiting 


Vocation 


Tell me the name 

Of the real and living virtue I must have 

To make my life what it must be, 

Not the life the others had assumed -- 
Something waiting to be taken up 

Like clothes laid out by someone else, 

A life imagined, planned, inspirited by others 
And with foreign things -- 


Life lived 

In the hallway of the grade school building 

Pulling on our winter boots, 

Glittering in the font of holy water near the church's 
door, 

Felt in the listening silence 

Of the cloth-darkened confessional 

Or in the back lot 

Chasing the red sunset's light 

That gleamed across the silhouette of a football 

Or in the grassy cemetery when, in deep cornflower 
blue 

And luminous violet, September evening died -- 

The rows of gravestones on the edge of the hill's 

breast 
So black against the low light's yellow-green. 


But tell me now the name 

Of the virtue I must have 

To bend the shapes of life to fit my own, 
To draw indifference and malevolence 
Into a pattern not their own 

Like iron filings in the magnet's will. 


You, the unknown 

Beyond the paper wall of silence 

Where your shadow passed, 

And where your holy written name 

In being said aloud 

Is constantly erased and reinscribed, 

You must be the witness of my living task, 

Yet your powers are still, silent in the written page. 


Walking Somewhere 


Faint, dry odors of the autumn field 
Just barely present around me. 


Shimmer and heat of the burning summer are gone. 
No longer the undergrowth 
Tangling your foot 
Or its breathing warmth felt near the ground 

right through the shoe; 
No longer the golden humming warmth, September. 


The Queen Anne's lace is brown and stiff, 

Curled in, 

And the blown dry milkweed pod is blackened at its 
wrinkled edge. 


The grass is stiffening and darkening to brown. 
The wild flowers are mostly gone, 
No cabbage whites are in the air. 


And now where am I? What is this place? 

The field goes on for a mile or more, 

Reaching far to the grey collapsing barn set off in its 
wide empty field of yellow grass 

And the two white raised posts of the railroad crossing. 


Yet a single step puts you outside the world. 


October's sky is blue. The air is absolutely clear 
As I look out far across to the field's opposite edge. 


There's a vague and confusing lostness somewhere near 
me 

Saying anywhere, go anywhere.... 

I can almost touch it. 


I can almost reach out for it 
And almost -- unbearably -- just touch it. 


Walking Toward Sundown 


It's evening now and cold and autumn, 
And I walk out toward the burnt and fiery horizon 
Into the steady buffeting cold wind 


How rapidly the whole sky is changing 
And how fast the sunset clouds are moving by 


The low sun splinters crimson through the bramble of 
dark trees 


Though cold and with my face raw in the wind 
(My eyes are tearing now) 


I still can feel 
Its elusive surviving radiance and strength 


I walk through slanted planes of light 


The world is tipping rapidly away 
My crooked shadow ripples on brown tiger fur -- 


Then waves of blonde and copper and half-radiant 
long grass 
Slow my unsteady and illuminated double 


I see him -- from his cumbersome thick shoe 
And long pant leg almost a stilt 


To the wake of his light-pointed long and wind- 
blown hair 


In his head somewhere 
Is the thought of where he might rest 


He must not be told 
It is only in the sun up ahead 


Wind 


Wind moving through deserted streets 

Wind early in the morning 

Wind in the empty fields at the edge of town 

Tumbling stray paper scraps 

Bending the heads of the tall brown grass 

And the reeds of the cattails in the swampy bottom, making 
them tremble as they bend in unison 


Wind in the frost-seared lilac bushes, winds through the red 
bramble of the shrubs 

And in the tops of the ornamental cherry trees and the 
Japanese maple, wind active and unceasing 


Wind through the empty window of the old tar-papered 
shack, deserted now who knows how many years 

The steady strong cold wind blowing in one window and 
leaking through the cracks and spaces of the old 
gray boards 

Grey boards the color of an old dish rag 


Wind in the empty hollows where no step has been in years 
since what was done there once was done at last 
and couldn't be undone or ever be forgotten 


And now it is forgotten 


Where the early morning light turns tall grass gold in silent 
peace and loneliness 


While the wind is in the trees the flocks of crows scattering 


and the trees themselves entirely embraced by the 
indescribable wind, enveloping and never giving 
way 


Wind blowing through the yard of the old roundhouse three 
miles out of town where it sits in a nowhere of 
patchy tall grass and weeds and bare-scraped cinder 
yard — old cinders, gravel chips and small stones, 
pieces of crumbled brick, and sometimes a green 
beer bottle or a bullet-holed tin can -- 

There where three tracks converge and maze about in an 
outmoded version of efficiency, 

The roundhouse itself squat and rather small, old brick and 
cement with weeds grown through and the windows 
boarded and some of the boards gone, leaving 
splintered gaps into the dark interior 


And now, right now, the wind is shivering the tall weeds 
and making the tops of the maple trees lean and 
shift about like water weeds in a current 


Wind in the open rolling grass out near the airport where 
my grandfather and I hunted rabbits in the fall 


Wind in the bent and stunted wild apple trees we 
sometimes picked a few small apples from and 
dropped them in the pockets of our hunting vests 
where they got warm from the October sun Eh. 
When you thirsty, he would say, you eat a one, two. 
They okay. 


Wind, how you visit all these places equally, moving over 
them, through them, leaving them 


Landscape 


As ina film by Pasolini — 


Late afternoon. The overwhelming sun. 

Bright clouds are moving to the hot and steady breeze. 
The maple trees and oaks along the boulevard 

Are 

The light is sharp, intense and clear, 

A razor flash on windows, steel fittings, car windshields. 
Now light is genuinely light, shadow is shadow now -- 


As ina film by Pasolini. 


The clarity of space combining 

With a brief and yet intense 

Illumination of the world — 

As though the widest angle lens were stretching, bending 

space 

To make it more than visible, 

To make it more than real — palpable, 

Ample, fillable, complete, a bright and all-containing 
realm, 

Beheld within a momentary grace 

The pure illuminated gaze 

Into the ultimate and sacred world — 


As ina film by Pasolini. 


The world of sky and clouds, of light and earth, 
Of trees and foliage, of seen and unseen winds, 
Of changing dispositions and the shapes of clouds 
Of rolling wind shadows over hills and fields 

Of the shining light-transfigured earth, 


The earth transformed by Christianity -- 

The many, one; the silent, whispering. 

The world now naked, unforeseen, and burning 

In its bright external splendor, its irrational darkness. 
Now I see what is before me and as it is. 

Northern New York in July and yet — 


As ina film by Pasolini. 


Yet what of all this can any of us have? 

I walk along the street, pleased and content, 

The bright sun warm upon my shoulder, 

While only blocks away the houses of the poor 
Burn and swelter, huddled in the devastated street: 


The light that sparks and mirrors from an 
aluminum-patched roof, 
The white and peeling paint, the cluttered sagging porch, 
The bathroom with no door, 
The plastic tarpaulin nailed to old unpainted window 
frames, 
Still nailed there, flashing dully in the sun, 
The dirt yards full of broken bikes and disused cars on 
blocks, 
The open fire hydrant, the police who come, the children 
scattering, 
The open fire hydrant when they leave, 
Its rooster tail of water arching up above the crowd of thirty 
children 
Splashing, running, fighting, screaming, laughing — 


The older one who holds the hollow coffee can 

Against the hydrant’s open breech 

And all the other’s running through the sunlight and water 
veil — 

The foamy water shimmering, as though in sand waves, 

Out along the hot and empty street and running into gutter 
pools, 

The silence in the empty street, no children anymore, 

The water in mud puddles reflecting the bright evening sun, 

Day and then coming night among the poor -- 


As ina film by Pasolini. 


Edge of Town 


The world begins where we want it to begin. 
What does it mean, the fact that I say we? Do I really mean 
just I? 


The world is not what it appears to be. It is another thing. 


Or perhaps it is what it appears to be but not as it appears. 
It exists in another way. 


It lives another life -- beyond the one we guess at — 
and creates other worlds, of which we have heard 
only rumors. 


Rumors which, though real and continuous, are never 
spoken aloud. They are entirely silent. They 


accompany each thing, each person, and each place 
like a host of crossing shadows. 


II 


The place where I am standing now, the field at the edge of 
town with two abandoned houses, 


Pale yellow the color of pumpkin seeds, peaked roofs and 


gables and the windows on the first floor boarded 
up and the basement windows boarded up, is 
nowhere, is insignificant. 


And fifty yards behind you, beyond the copse of twisted 
staghorn sumac, is the railroad embankment. 


The Delaware-lackawanna freight train goes by once a day 


Beside my foot is a flattened, rain-gray paper cup and near 
that is a used-up plastic lighter the color of a car’s 
tail lights and a pile of cigarette butts. 


The grass is brown. It is autumn. The brown grass wavers 
silently in the breeze, and the grass is cold and 
damp from the early morning rain. 


The morning sky is very blue with large and closely spaced 
lily pads of cumuli lit brightly from overhead. 


They flow and pour across the arc of sky. There is a breeze, 
and their shadows pass across the field, darkening it 
in waves. 


This place, this field which is not important, is always 
presupposed by the ideas that anyone might have of 
it. Yet none of these ideas fits. This is a paradox. 


Ill 


Because of the rain and because it’s still mid-morning, the 
field has the scent of earliness. 


Is it late however, nonetheless, late for someone to be 
thinking of the world. The world is long past 
thinking of. 


Anything we say about it must be false, yet buried in the 
falsehood somewhere must be truth. There the 
world must be. 


And somewhere, too, somehow, we ourselves must also be. 
Left beneath the embers of the world, we ourselves 
will rise up one day, rise up then when we rise from 
sleep. 


AFTERWORD 


Encounters With the Author in Taipei 


We first made the author’s acquaintance at a well-known 
restaurant in Taipei, the Wysteria Tea House, famous as 
having been a meeting place for dissident intellectuals in 
the years of political struggle in Taiwan . 


During the recent effort to publish his rather extensive 
work, we had occasion to discuss aspects of his past and 
current writing. 


Your poetry is quite varied in style and in form. Where do 
you locate yourself in the overall debate concerning poetic 
form? 


I consider myself an eclectic. The main thing for me is to 
grasp, mentally, a certain object -- that is, an experience, a 
scene, an event -- to see it and feel it. Any language that 
seems to convey the reality of that is good, any which 
remains merely language, merely words, is for me of no 
interest, in some cases it is actively negative, in the sense of 
being obstructive. 


A cliche? 


Yes or not even a cliche but in a way worse than that. Much 
of our language obscures the nature of reality. Words in 
themselves are, in a sense, the enemy of writing. I tell 
students that all the time. Words most often merely convey 
the usual accepted social understanding. Writing is for the 
purpose of grasping reality itself, which is always 
something other than the social understanding. 


Do you consider yourself a political writer? 


All writing is political in the sense of attempting to correct 
these false social understandings. At times its purpose is to 
merely reveal with a new freshness, a perceptual freshness, 
as it were. But even this itself has a certain basic political 
significance, in the sense that awakened human beings will 
act and think differently than those who are at rest in the 
normal tranquilized non-perception that we usually are 
caught up in. 


Does living outside the United States help or hinder your 
writing? 


I think it helps, in general. It is in some ways a very 
undeveloped culture, yet in other ways it is overbearing. 
(The US, that is.) There is, for example, a great deal of 
rather stifling political correctness, as it's called, and to get 
away from that is itself a positive thing. For a while I had 
no idea how I would ever get all this material published, 
especially if you're not there trying to do all the 
"networking" that is needed, and which I was absolutely 
terrible at anyway -- worse than terrible, I really had no 
clue, I still don't, I suppose. And then it came about that 
you could just do it all by yourself, by means of the 
internet. 


How much material is it? It's quite a lot, it would seem. 
Yes, I guess it's about 40 volumes or so. Over 2,000 pages, 
if you want to measure it like that. I don't know how much 


it would weigh. 


There seem to be many styles represented. Was that 
something you consciously strove for? 


Yes. I always wanted to be able to represent a wide variety 
of experiences. My first models for the artist were people 
such as Picasso, Goethe, Bach -- artists who could work in 
a very wide range of forms and even use widely different 
styles. Of course, I can't compare myself to people like that, 
but it was still a goal, to try many types of things. 


What sorts of things are you working on currently? 


Well as you know I am trying to get all this existing work 
published, going through it, touching it up here and there, 
proofreading, and so forth. After that, I think I might return 
to some translating work -- Holderlin especially, and some 
Chinese poets, but don't ask me which ones. 
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